SERMONS 


FROM      RIVERSIDE 


"HEAVEN  ON  A  DOLLAR  A  WEEK" 

"Every  Sunday  each  of  you  is  to  put  aside  and  keep 
by  him  a  sum  in  proportion  to  his  gains ,  so  that 
there  may  be  no  collecting  when  I  come, " 

(I  Cor,   16:2) 
Dr.   Ernest  To   Campbell 


OCTOBER  25,   1970 


"Heaven  on  a  Dollar  a  Week."    If  one  enters  a  plea  of 
guilty  he  usually  comes  off  with  a  lighter  sentence  than  he 
would  were  he  to  protest  his  Innocence.    So,  at  the  very  out- 
set of  this  sermon  I  wish  to  plead  guilty  and  throw  myself  on 
the  mercy  of  this  court  —  especially  since  you  all  had  an 
extra  hour  of  sleep  last  night  and  might  be  Inclined  toward 
mercy.    I  plead  guilty  to  setting  up  a  straw  man  In  my  ser- 
mon title  on  this  Stewardship  Sunday. 

Europe  on  $5.  00  a  day  —  we  have  heard  of  that.    But 
heaven  on  a  dollar  a  week?   What  an  unpardonably  crass  way 
to  think  of  Christian  giving.    What  a  cheap  way  to  approach  a 
sensitive  subject  —  setting  up  a  straw  man  and  then  spending 
twenty  minutes  trying  to  knock  him  over. 


But  this  straw  man  bears  some  resemblance  to  reality, 
else  we  wouidnH  be  so  defensive  In  his  presence.    Giving  for 
some  people  In  the  Christian  church  Is  a  consistently  joyless 
experience,  undertaken  on  the  hunch  that  It  Isn't  a  bad  Idea  to 
keep  on  the  good  side  of  God.    "Eat,  drink  and  be  merry  for 
tomorrow"  -  and  ltTs  that  tomorrow  that  haunts  us.    Giving 
then  has  a  way  of  becoming  a  premium  payment  on  a  celestial 
Insurance  policy. 

This  Is  not  merely  a  figment  of  my  Imagination.    I 
have  talked  with  men  whose  work  It  Is  to  understand  steward- 
ship In  the  Christian  church.    It  Is  rather  well  established 
that  there  are  four  motives  for  Christian  giving.   They  pre- 
vail In  this  order:   First,  fear.   Second,  ego.    Third,  pride. 
Fourth,  love.    In  ail  too  many  cases  a  man's  offering 
becomes: 

"one  week's  rent  duly  paid 
for  mansions  In  the  sky." 
Such  an  approach  to  giving  Is  a  total  travesty  on  our  faith  and 
on  ourselves  for  we  cannot  and  need  not  buy  or  earn  the  mercy 
of  Almighty  God. 

A  while  ago  a  story  crossed  my  desk  about  a  man  who 
was  detained  at  the  pearly  gates  by  Saint  Peter's  local  police. 
The  would-be  resident  was  counting  up  his  virtues.  "Back  in 
aught  eight,"  he  said,  "I  gave  a  nickel  to  a  blind  man.    And 
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in  sixteen  I  gave  a  dime  to  Billy  Sunday.    And  just  last  year 
I  gave  a  nickel  to  the  Salvation  Army  I"    "Give  him  back  his 
twenty  cents,"  instructed  St.  Peter,  "and  tell  him  to  go  to 
Hell!"    No  where  in  the  Scriptures  are  Christians  asked  to 
give  for  anything  but  the  earthly  needs  of  the  kingdom  Jesus 
came  to  establish. 

And  that  dollar  a  week  arrangement  suggested  in  the 
sermon  title  is  not  entirely  fictitious  either.    There  are  lots 
of  doilar-a-weekers  in  the  Christian  church.    Many  have  been 
at  this  level  unmovabiy  for  years.    I  remember  hearing  of  a 
canvass  worker  who  visited  a  man  who  had  been  perched  on 
this  figure  far  too  long.    The  man  took  his  card  and  wrote 
down  again  the  same  amount  that  he  had  given  for  years  — 
a  dollar  a  week.    The  canvasser,  with  perhaps  more  courage 
than  sense,  tore  up  the  pledge  and  said  "I  won't  accept  this. 
You  have  been  at  this  dollar  a  week  rate  too  long.    Raise  it 
to  a  dollar  and  a  quarter  or  drop  it  to  eighty-five  cents,  but 
in  the  name  of  heaven,  do  something  to  indicate  variety." 

Is  a  dollar  a  week  a  good  pledge?    Weil,  it  can  be. 
If  it  is  a  figure  we  have  consciously  arrived  at,  and  not  an 
amount  that  we  have  only  drifted  into.    If  it  represents  the 
percentage  of  our  income  that  we  wish  to  release  for  the  work 
of  God  in  the  world.    If  it  entails  some  sacrifice  or  denial  of 
consumption  on  our  part. 


"Heaven  on  a  Dollar  a  Week. "    The  reason  why  this 
approach  is  wrong  is  because  another  approach  is  right. 
And  that  other  approach  is  stated  for  us  rather  clearly  in  the 
words  of  the  Apostle  Paul  when  he  wrote:     "Every  Sunday 
each  of  you  is  to  put  aside  and  keep  by  him  a  sum  in  propor- 
tion to  his  gains,  so  that  there  may  be  no  collecting  when  I 
come."  (I  Cor.   16:2) 

Paul  assumed  that  the  church  needed  money  to  function 
For  him  this  was  an  obvious  fact  of  life.    In  this  particular 
instance  he  was  trying  to  raise  money  for  the  Christian  poor 
in  the  city  of  Jerusalem.    No  idea  can  become  concrete  in 
history  without  running  up  bills.    And  no  idea  has  a  chance 
in  history  that  does  not  become  concrete.    Even  bird  lovers 
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have  their  Audubon  Society.    Music  lovers  have  their  orches- 
tras and  concert  hails.    Artists,  known  to  be  free-wheeling, 
still  have  their  galleries  and  museums.    And  the  Christian 
church  realistically  has  its  buildings,  its  programs  and  its 
commitments. 

The  remarkable  thing  to  me  about  our  text  is  the 
smooth  way  in  which  Paul  moves  into  it  from  a  supurb  expo- 
sition of  the  resurrection.    Almost  in  the  same  breath,  per- 
haps without  even  stopping  to  dip  his  pen  into  the  ink  again 
he  writes,  "now  concerning  the  collection  for  the  saints." 
Bear  in  mind  that  the  chapter  divisions  in  our  Bible  were 
not  present  at  the  beginning.    The  Apostle  saw  nothing  In- 
congruous In  passing  from  an  exhortation  that  we  be  busy  In 
the  work  of  the  Lord  to  a  concern  for  the  collection.    There 
Is  no  gnosticism  here. 

Paul  assumed  that  those  who  love  the  Lord  would 
support  His  work.    The  appeal  here  is  addressed  not  to  the 
city  of  Corinth,  much  less  to  the  central  powers  at  Rome, 
but  simply  to  "the  church  of  God  which  is  In  Corinth. "  The 
state  was  not  to  do  It.    Whatever  else  your  reaction  may  be 
to  the  opportunities  of  a  Stewardship  Sunday,  at  least  find 
grounds  for  thanks  that  we  are  not  a  state-controlled  or 
state-supported  church.    A  "kept"  church  soon  becomes  a 
domesticated  and  predictable  church,  and  who  wishes  this  I 

Nor  did  Paul  suggest  that  there  might  be  a  few  wealthy 
people  in  the  city  who  would  "patronize"  the  cause  and  bail 
them  out.    Some  churches  depend  on  what  might  be  called  a 
"Donor's  Club. "    They  have  a  few  people  who  are  not  inwardly 
committed  to  what  the  church  is  all  about,  but  whose  means 
are  such  that  their  favor  can  be  curried  with  some  hope  of 
financial  assistance.    This  way  of  going  at  it  is  unfair  to  those 
who  are  solicited  and  unworthy  of  the  church.    I  stand  with 
Paul:    The  work  of  God  In  this  world  Is  the  responsibility  of 
those  who  profess  to  believe  In  Him. 

And  how  were  the  Lord's  people  to  go  about  It?  They 
were  to  go  about  It  on  a  weekly  basis.    Notice  again,  "Every 
Sunday  each  of  you  Is  to  put  aside. . ."    There  is  a  presumption 
here  that  the  saints  will  gather  weekly,  a  presumption  that  no 
minister  would  dare  to  make  today.    "Every  Sunday  each  of 
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you  is  to  put  aside. . . "    By  giving  on  a  weekly  basis  we  keep 
current  our  sense  of  gratitude  to  God.   The  offering  in  a  ser- 
vice of  worship  is  not  an  unwelcome  intrusion,  it  is  an  inte- 
gral part  of  worship.    Liturgically  it  belongs  after  the  sermon, 
as  the  response  of  the  people  to  the  proclamation  of  the  word 
of  God. 

I  understood  that  Presbyterian  Eider  in  North  Caro- 
lina who  proudly  took  me  into  his  church  one  weekday  and 
showed  me  two  boxes  toward  the  rear  of  the  sanctuary.    He 
explained  that  his  church  had  gotten  beyond  taking  a  collec- 
tion each  week.    People  simply  dropped  their  envelopes  and 
money  into  those  receptacles  when  the  hour  was  over.   At  the 
risk  of  straining  our  friendship  I  had  to  suggest  to  him  that 
this  was  not  really  an  advance.    Money  is  not  a  necessary 
evil.    The  offering  enhances  worship,  it  does  not  weaken  it. 

When  a  person  gives  on  a  weekly  basis  the  likelihood 
is  strong  that  he  will  be  giving  off  the  top  of  his  income^  and 
this  is  important.    The  individual  who  sits  down  toward  the 
end  of  the  year  and  writes  out  his  gift  to  the  church  with  one 
sweep  of  the  pen  across  a  check  is  probably  giving  off  the 
middle  or  bottom  of  his  income.    We  have  a  way  of  wanting 
our  own  needs  and  desires  satisfied  first  and  then  trying  to 
support  the  work  of  God  with  the  residue. 

The  other  point  Paul  makes  as  he  instructs  the  Chris- 
tians in  Corinth  on  how  to  give  centers  in  the  word  "propor- 
tionate. "    "Put  aside  and  keep  by  him  a  sum  in  proportion  to 
his  gains."    They  were  not  to  give  differently  from  one  an- 
other on  the  basis  that  God  had  done  more  for  this  man  than 
that.    "For  the  grace  of  God  has  appeared  for  the  salvation 
of  all  men."  (Titus  2:11)   We  are  equally  indebted  to  GodTs 
love.    The  differential  was  to  be  based  on  the  ability  to  give 
—  "in  proportion  to  his  gains. " 

To  understand  Paul  here  we  must  recall  that  he  was 
a  Jew.  Whatever  else  Judaism  may  or  may  not  be,  it  is  a 
faith  that  has  an  awesome  sense  of  the  stewardship  of  life, 
A.B.  Davidson  In  his  Old  Testament  theology  remarks  that 
"Israel  dedicated  all  to  Him;  itself  and  its  property.  That 
the  manhood  of  the  nation  was  His,  was  symbolized  by  the 
dedication  to  Him  of  ail  first-born.    That  the  increase  of  the 
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land  was  His  was  shown  in  the  devotion  to  Him  of  the  first- 
fruits.    That  its  iife  and  time  were  His,  appeared  from  the 
setting  apart  of  the  Sabbath,  and  the  stated  times  of  Feast. 
The  seventh  week,  the  seventh  year,  the  seventh  seventh  or 
fiftieth  year,  the  year  of  Jubilee.  "  1 

The  heart  of  Christian  stewardship  centers  in  this 
word  "proportionate."    The  Jews  were  a  tithing  people. 
Making  ail  sorts  of  allowances  and  adjustments  for  the  fact 
that  we  are  not  an  agrarian  society  and  that  we  live  in  a 
technological  and  complicated  world,  it  still  remains  true 
that  percentage  giving  is  the  kind  of  giving  that  honors  God. 
Were  someone  to  ask  me  whether  a  family  giving   x  dollars 
has  made  a  good  pledge  I  would  have  to  say  that  I  do  not  know. 
It  is  not  my  place  to  judge,  to  begin  with,  but  if  it  were,  one 
could  not  evaluate  without  knowing  what  percentage  of  income 
the  pledge  represented. 

Back  in  1935  the  Mayo  brothers  made  a  gift  to  the 
University  of  Minnesota  for  a  graduate  medical  facility.  The 
letter  that  accompanied  the  gift  was  written  by  Dr.  William 
J.  Mayo  and  said  in  part,  "Our  father  recognized  certain  de- 
finite social  obligations.     He  believed  that  any  man  who  had 
better  opportunity  than  others  —  greater  strength  of  mind, 
body  or  character,  owed  something  to  those  who  had  not  been 
so  provided;  that  is,  that  the  important  thing  in  life  is  not  to 
accomplish  for  oneself  alone,  but  for  each  to  carry  his  share 
of  collective  responsibility."  2 

"Every  Sunday  each  of  you  is  to  put  aside  and  keep  by  him  a 
sum  in  proportion  to  his  gains. . . " 


With  these  core  principles  in  mind,  let  us  leap  from 
first  century  Corinth  to  twentieth  century  Riverside.    Let  me 
begin  by  affirming  for  you  that  the  figure  we  are  in  need  of  is 
real,  $475,  000.  00.    I  have  looked  in  all  the  closets  in  this 
vast  and  rambling  church  and  there  are  no  Santa  Clauses  ready 
to  come  through  if  we  do  not. 

Moreover,  in  this  church  we  have  an  unusual  "plus" 
working  for  us.    Our  plant  and  its  upkeep  are  provided  for 
through  generous  endowments.    Ail  that  we  give  goes  toward 
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program  and  benevolences .    Some  of  you  may  have  heard 
that  a  few  Sundays  ago  rain  came  into  this  Nave.    How  dare 
the  rain  do  that  to  Riverside!    One  good  lady  at  the  end  of 
the  hour  testified  that  rather  than  interrupt  my  sermon  she 
just  sat  under  the  rain  and  got  wet  I    Weil,  there  was  a  bit  of 
fluttering  in  the  dovecote  about  the  matter.    Concern  was  ex- 
pressed that  the  elements  should  get  in  and  spray  some  of 
our  members,  including,  I  understand,  a  member  of  the 
Board  of  Trustees. 

Even  though  by  virtue  of  my  office  I  had  to  seem  con- 
cerned, I  was  inwardly  pleased  to  discover  that  the  elements 
could  get  at  us  here.    Thousands  of  churches  in  this  country 
are  up  against  the  problem  of  building  maintenance  year 
after  year.    Some  have  to  work  hard  to  keep  the  roof  on  their 
building,  the  windows  sealed,  the  floors  from  buckling.    But 
not  us.    This  is  provided.    But  such  fortune  should  not  give 
us  ground  for  rest.    Rather,  it  should  be  a  spur.    What  we 
give  will  not  go  to  pay  the  electric  bill  or  the  oil  bill  or  any- 
thing else  of  that  nature,  but  will  be  used  exclusively  to  sup- 
port the  program  and  mission  of  this  church.    There  are  very, 
very  few  churches  in  the  world  that  can  approach  their  stew- 
ardship on  this  basis. 

It  also  belongs  to  honesty  to  tell  you  that  long  towards 
the  end  of  this  year  we  will  be  approaching  the  members  of 
the  Riverside  Church  about  our  Fund  for  Social  Justice.  The 
Board  of  Directors  of  this  fund  continues  to  meet  to  select 
those  projects  that  will  do  what  this  fund  was  created  to  do 
and  at  the  same  time  win  your  confidence  and  support.    I'd 
like  to  suggest  that  that  fund  be  looked  upon  as  a  capital  funds 
venture,  and  that  we  plan  to  provide  for  it  by  liquidating  a  few 
pieces  of  stock  or  bonds.    This  current  enterprise,  the  can- 
vass now  going  on,  is  something  that  we  ought  to  give  to  out 
of  current  income. 

These  are  difficult  days  for  the  Riverside  Church, 
perhaps  the  most  difficult  days  in  the  history  of  Riverside 
Church.    There  is  no  easy  correlation  between  what  we  do 
as  a  church  and  the  improvement  of  society  round  about. 

In  a  recent  book  titled  Christian  Freedom  in  a  Per- 
missive Society,  J.A.T.  Robinson  has  noted  that  "the  be- 
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setting  sin  of  the  reformist  is  complacency,  the  besetting  sin 
of  the  radical  is  self- righteousness,  and  the  besetting  sin  of 
the  revolutionary  is  ruthiessnesSo"     Self-righteousness,  com- 
placency,  ruthless ness  --  for  a  church  to  be  against  all  these 
and  at  the  same  time  speak  winsomely  of  Jesus  Christ  is  a 
very  difficult  feat  to  manager.    And  yet  it  is  the  road  we  are 
called  upon  to  travel. 


I  would  like  you  this  morning  to  go  into  executive  ses- 
sion with  yourself.    Bear  in  mind  that  the  pledge  card  is  not 
a  ballot.     Program  and  policy  are  shaped  at  meetings  of  the 
Religious  Society  and  meetingsofthe  Corporation.    They  are 
not  properly  shaped  by  what  we  do  or  do  not  do  with  a  pledge 
cardo 

Colin  Wilson  in  his  book  The  Outsider,  has  a  young 
man  of  twenty-four  years  put  this  question  to  himself:   "How 
must  I  live  my  life  so  as  not  to  have  to  consider  myself  a 
failure?"   It's  true  that  the  church  has  to  live  with  your  pledgec 
But  it  is  also  true  that  you  have  to  live  with  your  pledge  too. 
The  question  each  is  called  upon  to  face  is  this:    "How  much 
must  I  pledge  so  as  not  to  have  to  consider  myself  a  disap- 
pointment?"  "Every  Sunday  each  of  you  is  to  put  aside  and 
keep  by  him  a  sum  in  proportion  to  his  gains, . . ." 
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